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PROGRAM ON youth justice
This report was developed by the Urban Institute's Program on Youth Justice, which identifies and evaluates strategies for reducing youth crime, enhancing youth development, and strengthening communities.
The Program on Youth Justice was established by the Urban Institute in 2002 to help policymakers and community leaders develop and test more effective, research-based strategies for combating youth crime and encouraging positive youth development.
Researchers associated with the Program on Youth Justice work to transcend traditional approaches to youth justice research by: studying all youth, not just those legally defined as juveniles;
considering outcomes for families, organizations, and communities as well as individuals;
sharing insights across the justice system, including prevention programs, police, courts, corrections, and community organizations; and drawing upon the expertise of multiple disciplines, including the social and behavioral sciences as well as professional fields such as medicine, public health, policy studies, and the law.
Introduction
Researchers will debate for years why violent crime in the United States increased sharply in the 1980s and early 1990s before dropping just as precipitously in the mid-to late-1990s. All researchers agree, however, that general trends in violent crime during this period had much to do with changing rates of youth crime.
With the recent release of crime data for the year 2000, it is possible to review crime trends over the entire span of years between 1980 and 2000. This report examines these trends and analyzes what portion of the recent crime drop can be attributed to juveniles (under age 18) and young adults (ages 18 to 24). ' The results demonstrate that while young people helped to generate the growth in violence before 1994, they contributed an even more disproportionate share to the decline in violence after 1994. Most of the recent decline in violent crime, in fact, was due to falling rates of violent crime among the young. 
The Ups and Downs of Violent Crime
A decade ago, Americans faced frightening predictions about an approaching storm of juvenile violence. Popular terms from the early 1990s, such as "juvenile super predator," "coming blood bath," and "crime time bomb," suggested the nation was heading toward an unavoidable collision with a growing generation of violent youth.
Indeed, the United States experienced sharply growing rates ofjuvenile violence during the 1980s and early 1990s. If these trends had continued, it would have caused a national crisis. The number of juvenile arrests for Violent Index offenses (i.e., murder, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault) grew 64 percent between 1980 and 1994. Juvenile arrests for murder jumped 99 percent during that time. The juvenile arrest rate for murder shot up 167 percent between 1984 and 1993 alone, from a rate of 5 arrests per 100,000 juveniles to 14 per 100,000.
By the early 1990s, violent juvenile crime had captured the attention of the nation's policrnakers and news media, as well as the public. Nearly every State in the country had launched new juvenile justice reform initiatives, often involving reduced judicial discretion and a greater use of adult court for juvenile offenders. The juvenile justice system was widely criticized as soft and ineffectual. Pundits and some crime researchers were predicting the next decade would be even worse.
If the rate of juvenile violent crime were simply a function of the size of the juvenile population, researchers in the early 1990s had good reason to be concerned. The number of juveniles in the U.S. population was expected to grow significantly. The number of Americans between the ages of 10 and 17 had declined throughout the 1980s, reaching a low of 27 million in 1990, but the U.S. Census Bureau projected in 1993 that this population could grow more than 20 percent over the next two decades, perhaps reaching 33 million by the Department of Justice. Violent Index crimes include murder and non.negligent manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, and year 2010.2 Such projections, in combination with the growth in violent crime through 1994, led some researchers to warn the nation about a coming wave of juvenile violence that would hit during the 1990s and last for more than a decade. Predicting violent crime trends, however, is not that simple. The 1993 Census Bureau estimates turned out to be correct. By the end of the century, the population of 10 to 17 year-olds in the U.S. population exceeded 31 million.' Yet, violent crime in America fell for six straight years from 1994 to 2000. According to the newest crime data released by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the rate of juvenile violent crime in 2000 was lower than at any time in the previous two decades.
We may never learn the exact reasons for this sudden turnaround, but researchers have proposed a number of hypotheses. Explanations for the crime decline include the influence of a strong economy during the late 1990s, growing cultural intolerance for violent behavior, changes in the market for illegal drugs, new policies to regulate access to firearms, expanded imprisonment, the growth of community policing, and other criminal justice innovations. Detailed analyses suggest that each of these factors may have been involved, but it is impossible to isolate the independent effects of such broad social forces and widespread policy innovations (Blumstein and Wallman, 2000; Travis and Waul, forthcoming) .
Regardless of how one wishes to explain the decline in violent crime, one thing is clear.
The falling rate of violence in American communities during the late 1990s was disproportionately caused by young people, confounding predictions that the increase in Studies of changes in violent crime should always consider the possibility that fluctuations in the juvenile population may be responsible for the trends in juvenile arrests reported by law enforcement agencies. This was not the case during the recent drop in violent crime. Even controlling for changes in the population, the rate of decline in juvenile arrests between 1994 and 2000 was striking, and it outpaced that of other age groups.
For every 100,000 juveniles age 10 to 17 in the U.S. The arrest rate for murder also fell for every age group between 1994 and 2000. Among older adults (over age 24), the drop continued a downward trend that had existed for two decades. The sudden drop in murder arrests for juveniles and young adults completely reversed the increases seen prior to 1994 and brought down murder arrest rates to levels below those of 1980.
Arrest rates for young adults (ages 18 to 24) remained consistently higher than rates for juveniles throughout the period between 1980 and 2000. In 2000, the violent crime arrest rate for offenders between the ages of 18 and 24 was more than double the rate for juveniles under age 18. The arrest rate for murder among 18 to 24 year-olds was four times that of the murder arrest rate among juveniles. In 2000, murder and robbery arrest rates for juveniles reached their lowest levels in 20 years, but aggravated assault arrests were still higher than in 1980 ..... BEST COPY AVAILABLE If juvenile arrests decline more than arrests involving older offenders, the relative proportion of juveniles among all those arrested will necessarily fall. This effect is clear when one examines FBI data on juvenile arrests as a proportion of all arrests for various offenses.
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The Youth Contribution to Declining Violent Crime
Having demonstrated that the decline in youth violence, as measured by arrests of young people age 24 and younger, was steeper than the decline in violent crime among older age groups, this analysis turns to a related question: How much of the overall violent crime drop in America was due to changes in youth crime? The question is answered by examining the age composition of the relative increases and decreases in arrests between 1980 and 2000. According to the FBI publication series, Crime in the United States, there were nearly 779,000 total arrests for Violent Crime Index offenses in 1994, and more than 625,000 in 2000 (national estimates). Thus, there were approximately 150,000 (or 20 percent) fewer violent crime arrests in 2000 than in 1994 (all ages combined).
The contribution of each age group to the drop in violent crime arrests can be estimated by calculating the decrease in the number of arrests involving that group and comparing it to the decrease for offenders of all ages. The results of this comparison suggest that juveniles accounted for a decline of 51,300 arrests -i.e., 33 percent of the overall decrease in violent crime arrests between 1994 and 2000. Young adults, on the other hand, accounted for 25 percent of the decline, while adults ages 25 and older accounted for 42 percent of the total decrease. In contrast, juvenile offenders accounted for just 19 percent of the increase in violent crime arrests between 1980 and 1994, while young adults accounted for only 13 percent.
Thus, juveniles and young adults combined (all youth under age 24) were responsible for 32 percent of the increase in violent crime arrests between 1980 and 1994, but they accounted for 58 percent of the subsequent drop in arrests between 1994 and 2000.
Youth accounted for 32 percent of the increase in violent crime arrests between 1980 and 1994, but they generated 58 percent of the subsequent decline New Strategies for Crime Control
Whatever forces combined to produce the drop in violent crime after 1994, they appear to have had their strongest effects on young people, the very demographic group that some experts believed would overwhelm American society by the end of the 1990s with alarmingly high levels of violence. The juvenile "super predators" did not appear as predicted. In fact, young people were arrested for violent crime at about the same rate in 2000 as they had been in the early 1980s, and at even lower rates for some violent crimes such as robbery. Clearly, something happened to cause the increase in violent youth crime seen during the 1980s and early 1990s, and just as clearly, other factors combined to bring down violent crime after 1994. Such rapid changes in violent behavior argue against the hypothesis of demographic inevitability that led some researchers to predict a violent crime wave in the late 1990s. Rather, crime trends over the past two decades suggest that changes in violent crime may be associated with fluctuations in unemployment and economic distress, the nexus between violent drug markets and firearms, and general levels of community disorder and the quality of everyday life for children, youth, and families.
Perhaps the key question for future policy and research is whether a particular combination of social forces sets off each wave of juvenile violence. In a volatile social environment, researchers should routinely monitor community conditions as well as the attitudes and expressed norms of young people to understand better what behaviors are considered inappropriate and unacceptable within the youth population. A research program to detect "tipping points" in these conditions and attitudes may help communities anticipate and avoid the next sudden increase in youth violence. In order to present national arrest estimates for various age groups and to calculate per capita ar rest rates for those groups, this report uses an estimation procedure published by Dr Howard Snyder at the National Center for Juvenile Justice (Snyder, 2000) The procedure uses the data reported by UCR participating jut isdictions to determine the proportion of ar rests for each offense that involved individuals of various ages Then, those proportions are applied to the FBI's national estimate for that offense Arrest rates are deter mined by dividing each national estimate over appropriate population data from the U S Bureau of the Census
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